This paper presents a case study of recent developments in e-governance in the field of employment services in Australia. I focus on how questions of authority, citizenship and social relations have been changed by the use of information and communications technology in the development of Centrelink and the Job Network. The administrative arrangements for governing unemployment and unemployed people are now constituted by a complex contractual interplay between government departments as 'purchasers' and a range of small and large private organizations as 'providers'. Assessing, tracking and monitoring the activities of service users through the various parts of the employment services system has been made possible by developments in information technology and tailored computer programs.
Introduction

The shifting discourse of unemployment
The liberal welfare regimes of the second half of the twentieth century formed unemployment and unemployed people within and through normative notions of social citizenship, needs and rights or in terms of output and effective demand in the labour market (Walters 2000) . In Australia, during the post-war years and up until the mid 1970s, the central social issue in a time of 'fullemployment' was economic security; socio-behavioural concerns about the character traits of the 'unemployed' and the 'culture of dependency' were relatively muted (Harris 2001) . Unemployment and the unemployed were constituted as the legitimate responsibility of governments acting on behalf of society. The advanced liberal regimes of the twenty-first century situate unemployment quite differently, as an equally normative or moral state, but one where individuals have specific social obligations to the government and to the 'broader community'. The unemployed person is now officially designated as a 'job seeker', a term which places the problem firmly within the mode of the individual (Rose 1999, 244) .
Since 1996 in Australia, this individualised rationality for governing unemployment has been expressed by the Commonwealth Government under the umbrella of 'mutual obligation' policies. Under these policies the burden for governing unemployment shifts from the government to the unemployed subject, as a 'target' of policy intervention and disciplinary arrangements that are activated in cases of failure to comply with the conditions of receiving income support. The justification for mutual obligation policy in Australia and overseas is drawn from 'new paternalism', as articulated by the United States academic Lawrence Mead (1997, 32) :
To live effectively, people need personal restraint to achieve their own long-term goals. In this sense, obligation is the precondition of freedom.
Those who would be free must first be bound. And if people have not been effectively bound by functioning families and neighbourhoods in their formative years, government must attempt to provide the limits later.
The paternalist rationale rests on the claim that the unemployed benefit from participating in mutual obligation programs as it enhances their job prospects and their moral standing as a self-reliant citizen. John Howard (1999, 7) reiterated this message in a speech to the Australian Unlimited Roundtable:
Just as it is an ongoing responsibility of government to support those in genuine need, so it is also the case that -to the extent that it is within
their capacity to do so -those in receipt of such assistance should give something back to society in return, and in the process improve their own prospects for self-reliance.
The attention given to welfare fraud by the Howard Government and a willing mass media provides a good example of how the problem of unemployment has become a problem about the need to discipline the unemployed. In 1998, Take a number: employment services and e-government 6 / 29
Australian newspapers reported that 570,000 welfare cheats would be forced to return money, saving taxpayers tens of millions of dollars; it was later established (but not reported on) that less than 1 per cent of the so-called cheats had made fraudulent claims (Peel 2003, 172) 3 . The use of statistics, even highly dubious numbers on welfare fraud and the like, does the job of producing a population that can be legitimately acted upon. Cruiskshank (1999, 116) argues that transforming political problems into problems of numbers does not 'depoliticise' the issue, but it does makes governmental action possible (Cruikshank 1999: 116) .
In line with the pronouncements of the OECD 4 , the common rationality underpinning this emerging welfare regime is to transform dependency, demoralisation and passivity into responsibility, activity, purpose and Unfortunately in this case the public gaze is far less interested in institutional failure, preferring reports of individual failure. 4 The 'active society' thesis pursued by many OECD and EU countries since the early 1990s is commonly perceived as the best way of combating poverty and 'social exclusion' (OECD 1990) . One of the cornerstones of the active society thesis is 'workfare policies', which stress the obligations of unemployed citizens to take up an economically 'active' role (through paid or voluntary work) and manage their own economic risks through labour market integration.
The focus of these policies is on improving the job seeking behaviour of unemployed citizens through counselling, training courses and related activities, such as Work for the Dole. Recent
Australian research concludes that the mutual obligation system operates for many disadvantaged job seekers as 'welfare-as-work', rather than 'welfare-to-work' (Ziguras, Dufty & Considine 2003; McDonald and Marston 2003) .
Take a number: employment services and e-government 7 / 29 power, which is orientated towards the production of regimented, isolated and self-policing subjects (Sarangi and Slembrouk 1996) . A central component of Centrelink's reform agenda involved meeting efficiency and productivity targets, which was to be partly achieved through the use of new technologies to streamline service provision. In the future, Centrelink is aiming to move from more costly staff specialisation to allowing one officer to access a range of services electronically using 'smart systems'
and an 'e-reference' suite. Whatever this vision might mean in practice it certainly adds new meaning to the term 'multi-skilling' and highlights how egovernment can reinforce the logic and practices of public sector reform, 
E-government: self-governing autonomy or social control?
Information technology was always central to the activities of the former The online technologies are presented here in a very neutral way, which is promoted through the language of choice and self-help. Choice is used in this Both subjective and objective rationalities come together to determine the sorts of interventions required. Risk management can be rather arbitrary in this assessment system because it is determined on the basis of a statistical calculation that distinguishes between capable and less capable citizens. In the Government's phraseology, the JSCI is designed to provide a relative, not absolute, measure of job seeker disadvantage (Productivity Commission, 2002, 4.5) . The thing to recognise though is that these are categories that mark a fluid threshold, rather than a strict divide. This is one of the consequences of the language of risk, as Rose (1999, 167) points out: "…the entire population can be the locus of a vulnerability that can also single out populations, in a way that the language of danger, class or disadvantage cannot. Underemployment and the precarious attachment that many workers now have to an increasingly casualised labour market highlights the importance of this point.
In this sense, the distinction between e-government experienced as autonomy and freedom or as a form of social control is blurred in the hierarchies of citizenship and authority that characterise the contemporary social policy environment. The agency of the actors that are both governed by these new technologies and who have the authority to govern others in this regime remains critically important in mediating the meaning of citizenship and egovernment.
Participant reflections on e-government and social relations
So far in the discussion I have briefly examined the changing political context of how unemployment is governed in the contemporary welfare regime -a regime embedded in public service organisations that have been subject to the logic of market economics and emerging forms of e-government that aim to facilitate efficiencies and 'customer choice'. To make sense of this abstract context it is important to incorporate the voices of those that negotiate the multiple pathways and technologies between Centrelink and the Job Network market in everyday interactions. In looking at organisational practices we are dealing with the scrutiny of the multiple social relations between social subjects and state institutions, which regulate, through decision making and legitimation procedures, the distribution of rights and obligations (Sarangi and Slembrouk 1996) .
In the network of governing practices that constitute the Job Network, a range of identities and social relations are both constructed and contested. As Although this binary oversimplifies the wide range of practices in both organisational sites, it does reflect the distinctions made by some of those working in these micro-relations of power and authority: All of this is not to say that Job Network case managers are luddites that resist incorporating e-government technologies into their everyday work practices.
Case notes, job searches, job matching, skills audits, reporting and monitoring are all done through case managers using computer and information based systems. The computer is integral to the work of a case manager, but it was not at the forefront of the techniques that were used to govern and assess the long-term unemployed. There were exceptions to this hierarchically ordering.
Proficiency with computers was seen by some of the Case Managers as a sort of test of whether someone will make the transition from dependent subject to active citizen. Yet, even in these cases it was a creative combination of e-government and interpersonal techniques that was seen to be effective in producing the required agency and ethical disposition: Creating this sense of 'working together' towards a common goal is an important part of governing with the unemployed person. In this way, power is not experienced as repressive or coercive -it is productive and operates through forms of expertise and tutelage. As Dean (1997, 95) notes: "The case manager evinces a kind of 'pastoral expertise', assessing the needs of client, helping them prepare a plan to return to work and directing them towards the sorts of activities that enhance their job-readiness". Power works through these subjectivities, and as illustrated it does not, for the most part, negate or oppress expressions of autonomous agency (though certainly, as Dean (2002) notes, authoritarianism and coercion can and does exist in regimes surrounding risky populations). In this case, the more disciplinary aspects of governing long-term unemployment were more likely to be associated with egovernment assessment and risk profiling technologies administered through Centrelink.
Conclusion
Originally, ICT supported reengineering of organisations was principally seen as the preserve of the private sector. This is no longer true. The use of ICT in the public sector has taken a shift from routine automation to being seen as a vital device in transforming public organisations -hence the now common acceptance of the term e-government (Andersen 1999). The implications of this relatively rapid transformation remain unclear. What is clear is that the public benefit of e-government remains contingent on the policy context shaping organizational practices, the different target groups accessing services and the political ends to which these new technologies are put. As Sclove (cited by Malina 1999, 25) argues: technologies do no not just happen, they are 'contingent social products'. Social factors determine whether egovernment is experienced as increasing the capacity for autonomous action and self-direction.
In this paper my intention has been to problematise the intended and unintended effects of e-government on agency and the micro-relations of power between service providers and service users in a specific and important area of social policy. In the case study of the employment services system in Australia, e-government cannot be unequivocally equated with e- The social and cultural context in which these technologies operate can both reinforce and be reinforced by a discourse where the subjectification of work is built upon success and failure, upon the costs and benefits of unemployment and employment, in which the labour exchange is significant less for the cash it offers, than for the identity it confers upon the recipient (Rose 1999, 248) .
This somewhat sceptical conclusion about the possibilities offered by e-government is only offered in the current context of neo-liberalism and New Public Management. There is nothing inherently wrong with the use of technology in the provision of government services. Many of the interview participants in the pilot study, for example, were quite positive about increased access to computers and touch screens for self-directed assistance and job searching. Moreover, for those who have the resources, online access to information contained on government sites presents more choices about obtaining information on possible entitlements and benefits and potentially it enhances participation by citizens in decisions that affect them. My intention in this paper has not been to advocate a return to a paper and pen system of public management or to offer a definitive evaluation of whether the information revolution in government is in the public interest. Rather, my provocation is that the social, cultural, political and organizational context remains all important in making assessments about the public benefit of new and emerging forms of e-government. In making such ethical and political judgments, we must always begin by asking which public and for what purposes?
